Materials: Citric acid (CA), citrazinic acid, nitric acid, potassium chloride were purchased by Sigma-Aldrich and ethanolamine (EA) was purchased by Alfa Aesar.
Synthesis of C-dots:
The synthesis of C-dots was based on the protocol described elsewhere (1) . In brief, C-dots were synthesized by controlled pyrolysis of CA and EA (molar ratio 3 : 1) at 180 ℃ for 30 mins under reflux, followed by a 30 min further heating at 230 ℃ in the absence of the reflux condenser. The product received at 230 o C was heated in the oven at 300 o C for one more hour, in order to synthesize C-dots with a higher degree of carbonization. In both cases, the C-dots were dialyzed against deionized water via SnakeSkin Pleated Dialysis Tubing Fourier Transform Infra-Red (FTIR) spectroscopy: FTIR spectra were recorded using a Nicolet IR2000 spectrophotometer at room temperature. Typically, 32 scans were averaged, each one of them within a range of 3000-700 cm -1 at a resolution of 8 cm -1 .
X-ray photoelectron spectroscopy (XPS):
The XPS spectra of C-dots were recorded using ESCALAB 250Xi spectrometer (Thermo Fisher) equipped with a monochromatic Al Kα Xray radiation source. The data were fitted using the Thermo Avantage software. Intensity (a.u.)
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